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UNSTILL LIVES - FRIENDS 
LEAVE AD FAST TRACK 
TO PURSUE PASSION FOR 
PAINTING AND 
PARENTING 
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Times-Dispatch Page: G-1 Word Count: 1053 


When Dan Bartges and Margaret Buchanan met, they were on the 
fast track in the advertising world. Bartges and Buchanan are still 
running hard, but the destination is no longer advertising. Their 
worlds now are filled with diapers, afternoon naps and Oshkosh 


overalls. 

And, when they can spare a few minutes, painting. 

They are good friends and stay-at-home parents - Bartges with 18-month-old Lucy Rose, 
Buchanan with 5-month-old Emma - and work with watercolors (Bartges) and oils (Buchanan) 
when they can. 


"Sometimes when she naps," Bartges said of his painting time. "Sometimes at night." 


"My game plan is to give her all I've got when she's awake," Buchanan said. "When she takes a 


nap, I grab the baby monitor and head for the studio." 


A sample of what Bartges and Buchanan have produced in their studios will be on display in 
"Oilk & Water," an exhibit that will run through the end of January at Corporate & Museum 
Frame's gallery, 301 W. Broad St. 


The exhibit features a range of their work, including landscapes and still lifes. 


The lives they lead, however, are anything but still. 


Bartges was an account manager and Buchanan art director at The Martin Agency, where they 
met in 1984. They worked together on projects and were, on occasion, "at each other's throats," 
Buchanan recalled with a laugh during an interview at Bartges' home in western Henrico 
County. Still, they developed a friendship, which was deepened by their mutual, off-hours 


passion for painting. 


Each eventually ventured away from advertising, abandoning a secure career for a measure of 


independence. Each has pursued interests in marketing, graphic arts, writing and book design. 
And painting. 

Buchanan, 44, who lives in Ginter Park with husband Neil Ohlsson, a project engineer for a 
company that builds store fixtures, cannot recall a time she wasn't painting. "I find that I look at 


the world as paintings," she said. 


She is a graduate in art and design from Virginia Commonwealth University and studied 


painting in France, once staying in the house that COzanne had lived in. 


"At the same time, I feel like I only started 10 years ago," she said. That's when she enrolled in 


a painting class taught by Ann Lyne at the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts. 


"Right about then," she said, "I started painting for me." 


Bartges, 49, whose wife, Kelley, is director of the Youth Advocacy Clinic at the University of 


Richmond's T.C. Williams School of Law, took the same class. It marked the first time he'd 


held a paint brush in his hand, although he'd thought about it a long time. 


"I was just building up the nerve to do it," Bartges said. "I had to find the self-confidence to do 


some things I'd wanted to do all of my life. Painting was one of those things." 


A fear of failure, of not being good enough, hampered Bartges' early interest in painting. Once 


he overcame that, he arrived at a stunning revelation. 


"It turns out, if you screw up a painting, it's not the end of the world," he said. "Painting can be 


a huge awakening and an awful lot of fun." 


It required equal nerve for each to give up a job in advertising. Buchanan left the agency in 
1988 to go out on her own. Bartges, having risen to the level of senior vice president, stayed 


until the summer of 1996. 


"It was a huge decision," said Bartges, who still consults part time but spends most of his work 
time writing and painting. The rest of his time is spent with Lucy Rose, whose impending 


arrival two years ago spurred the decision to leave the ad agency. 


"One of the principal parental responsibilities is being a role model," he said. "Kelley and I 
were talking and we decided children should see their parents in careers they're totally 
committed to. I felt I wasn't at the time. I wanted her to see me doing things that were 


fundamentally important to me. 


"It's strange to think of an unborn child being a catalyst, but she was." 


Buchanan faced a second huge decision earlier this year when Emma was born and she decided 


to cut back on business commitments. 


"I spent 10 years building up my business," she said. "Telling clients I wasn't going to be 


available was very, very scary." 


But scaling back her business has left more time for family - and for painting. 


"It's real important to me to be a good mom to Emma, a good partner for my husband and a 


good painter," she said. "If I get to be 65 and haven't given painting more of a chance than I 


have, I'll be a pretty crabby lady." 


At this point, Buchanan's painting comes in spurts. She never knows if Emma is going to nap 
for 20 minutes or three hours. On the one hand, it's tough to be creative on someone else's 
schedule; on the other, there's a deadline every minute, it seems. 


"My days are pretty fragmented," she said, "But I'm where I want to be." 


For Bartges, it's much the same story. His painting shares time with his fathering, much the 


way the book on Monet shares space on his bookcase with Barney the purple dinosaur. 

The whole arrangement is staggering, when he stops to think about it. Not long ago, he had 
neither the confidence to paint nor the know-how to care for a child ("Two years ago," he said, 
"I'd never even seen a diaper changed, much less changed one myself.") 


But his wife encouraged him, and now, he is both a painter and a stay-at-home dad. 


Bartges has transformed his backyard tool shed into his studio. High on the wall above his 


work table is a hand-lettered sign that reads, "Then why did you quit your job?" 

The handwriting belongs to Bartges, but the inspiration came from a friend. 

"About six months ago, I was feeling a little strained and scared and I was bellyaching to him 
about whether we'd done the right thing," Bartges said. "I think he got tired of my bellyaching 
and he said, 'Then why did you quit your job?' I grabbed a paint brush and scribbled it down. I 
look at that sign now and say, 'Yes, I am going to have to work hard, but, yes, this is important 
to me.' 

"It's kind of like a kick in the butt." 

“OIL & WATER' 

EXHIBIT: Works of Dan Bartges and Margaret Buchanan 


WHEN: Monday - Friday, 9:30 a.m. - 5:30 p.m.; Saturday, 10 a.m. - 2 p.m.; through Jan. 31 


WHERE: Corporate & Museum Frame, 301 W. Broad St., (804) 643-6858 
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